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HEADING FOR CATASTROPHE
ing george v ascended the throne in his 45th year. He had
only become heir-presumptive in his 27th, a circumstance
of some advantage to him, since he had been enabled for fifteen
years to follow a professional career in the Navy. Since then he
had visited widely the British Empire overseas, and studied
the personalities and problems of the chief countries composing
it. But he had not shared his father's responsibilities in dealing
with party issues at home, and possessed no inner familiarity with
their intricacies. He created at once an impression of goodwill
and impartiality; and there was a strong popular feeling that he
should be given a fair start.
When his father's funeral was over, he sounded the leaders on
both sides as to whether they would be willing to call a truce,
and try to settle their controversy by a round-table conference.
Balfour at once expressed readiness, but the government did not
jump at the proposal. Later, the conservative rank and file
objected, and both Balfour and the king cooled; but the govern-
ment came round to the idea, seeing that the alternative, an
almost immediate general election, would be highly unpopular.
Eventually on 16 June 1910 eight politicians—four from each
major party1—met at 10 Downing Street behind closed doors.
The Constitutional Conference held twenty-one sittings and
was in being for nearly five months. On 10 November its failure
was announced; but any disclosure of what happened was ex-
pressly withheld. Nor did documented evidence become avail-
able until the publication long afterwards of certain biographies.2
From these, which supplement each other, a clear view of the
episode may be obtained. The negotiators did not cling to the
plan of the Parliament Bill, but explored a wide field; yet what
1 The ministers were Asquith, Lloyd George, Birrell, and the Earl of Crewe; the
opposition leaders, Balfour, Austen Chamberlain, the Marquess of Lansdowne, and
the Earl of Gawdor. Though the minor parties were not directly represented, Birrell
provided a liaison with the Irish Nationalists.
* Lord Newton, Lord Lansdowne (i 929); J. A. Spender and Cyril Asquith, Life of
Asquith (1932); Denis Gwynn, Life ofjfolm Redmond (1932). It should be added,
however, that more than one parliamentary journalist obtained and published at
the time fairly detailed accounts, which, though they could not then be verified,
prove now to have been generally accurate. See notably Harry Jones, Liberalism
and the House of Lords (19x2), pp. 209-16.

